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This surging variant of the coronavirus is on course to outcompete
all the other versions of the virus globally, reports Adam Vaughan

THE more transmissible delta
variant of the coronavirus is on
track to become the dominant
form globally, experts tell New
Scientist. First seen in India and
now in at least 85 nations, its
spread has led to new lockdowns
and other curbs across the world.
“Globally there is alot of
concern about the delta variant,
and the World Health Organization
is concerned about it too,” said
Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus,
director-general of the WHO, at
apress conference on 25 June.
Currently, delta is recorded as
the second most dominant variant
of concern globally. At around
80,000 cases detected to date,
it still lags behind the 1 million
detected cases of alpha, the

variant first identified in the UK.
But delta’s rapid dominance
in the UK shows how fast it can
spread, even in a country with
high vaccination rates. Delta was
first detected in the UK in mid-
April. It now accounts for 95 per
cent of all new cases and has
delayed the easing of restrictions.
The variant is also spreading
fast through Europe. In Portugal, it
amounts to 70 per cent of cases in
Lisbon. The European Centre for
Disease Prevention and Control
projects that, by the end of August,
delta will be responsible for 9o per
cent of European Union cases.

Itis calling for an acceleration
of EU vaccination programmes,
noting that a double dose
provides nearly the same
protection against the delta
variant as against older ones.
Other parts of the world are also
struggling with delta. Lockdowns
have been imposed in Greater
Sydney, Australia, following more
than 100 new cases of the variant.
Israel has reintroduced amandate
on face masks just 10 days after
lifting it, following imported
cases of delta. In the US, the
number of cases of the variant
has increased from about 10 per
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cent of infections on 15 June to
around 20 per cent now.

Even Singapore, which fared
well in controlling earlier stages of
the pandemic, has seen the variant
become dominant, though daily
case numbers remain very low.

“Unless something else comes
along, delta is probably going to
outcompete all the other viruses
around,” says Ravi Gupta at the
University of Cambridge.

A study by Gupta and his
colleagues, yet to be peer reviewed,
found delta not only spreads more
easily than earlier variants, but
evades vaccine protection better.
However, while vaccine efficacy
was reduced, Gupta says the
findings show that it is still
protective against severe disease.

Eric Topol at the Scripps
Research Translational Institute
in California says it is just a matter
of time until the variant makes
significant inroads across South
America. “Idon’t think there’s
any question that delta will be
globally dominant as it has shown
exponential growth on multiple
continents now,” he says.

The toll the variant takes will
largely depend on vaccination
status and how many people
have immunity from previous
infections, adds Topol. “Places
with high vaccination rates are
unlikely to see a significant rise in
deaths, and hospitalisations are
clearly flatter when the older, high-
risk people are predominantly
vaccinated,” he says.

The big danger from delta’s
global spread is for countries
where few people are vaccinated,
says Gupta. “It’s going to lead to
agreat disruptionand alarge
number of deaths in places where
thereisn’t much vaccine,” he says.
Gupta is also concerned about
high levels of deltaleading to
new mutations of the variant. i
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